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Preface
 

E ach day, the safety and well-being of some 
children across the Nation are threatened by 

child abuse and neglect. Intervening effectively in 
the lives of these children and their families is not 
the sole responsibility of any single agency or 
professional group, but rather is a shared 
community concern. 

The Child Abuse and Neglect User Manual Series has 
provided guidance on child protection to hundreds 
of thousands of multidisciplinary professionals and 
concerned community members since the late 
1970s. The User Manual Series provides a 
foundation for understanding child maltreatment 
and the roles and responsibilities of various 
practitioners in its prevention, identification, 
investigation, assessment, and treatment.  Through 
the years, the manuals have served as valuable 
resources for building knowledge, promoting 
effective practices, and enhancing community 
collaboration. 

Since the last update of the User Manual Series in the 
early 1990s, a number of changes have occurred that 
dramatically affect each community’s response to child 
maltreatment.  The changing landscape reflects 
increased recognition of the complexity of issues facing 
parents and their children, new legislation, practice 
innovations, and system reform efforts.  Significant 
advances in research have helped shape new directions 
for interventions, while ongoing evaluations help us to 
know “what works.” 

The Office on Child Abuse and Neglect (OCAN) 
within the Children’s Bureau of the Administration 
for Children and Families (ACF), U.S. Department 
of Health and Human Services (DHHS), has 
developed this third edition of the User Manual 
Series to reflect the increased knowledge base and 
the evolving state of practice.  The updated and new 
manuals are comprehensive in scope while also 
succinct in presentation.  They are easy to follow 
and address trends and concerns relevant to today’s 
professional. 

This manual, The Role of Educators in Preventing 
and Responding to Child Abuse and Neglect, builds 
upon A Coordinated Response to Child Abuse and 
Neglect: The Foundation for Practice, the keystone 
publication of the User Manual Series. It provides 
the basis for the involvement of educators in 
combating the problem of child abuse and neglect. 
It also may be used by other professionals involved 
in child abuse and neglect interventions, such as 
child protective services, mental health, law 
enforcement, health care, and early childhood 
professionals, to gain a better understanding of the 
role of educators in child protection. 
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User Manual Series 

This manual—along with the entire Child Abuse and Neglect User Manual Series—is available from the 
National Clearinghouse on Child Abuse and Neglect Information.  Contact the Clearinghouse for a full list 
of available manuals and ordering information: 

National Clearinghouse on Child Abuse and Neglect Information
 
330 C Street, SW
 

Washington, DC  20447
 
Phone: (800) FYI-3366 or (703) 385-7565
 

Fax: (703) 385-3206
 
E-mail: nccanch@caliber.com
 

The manuals also are available online at http://nccanch.acf.hhs.gov/profess/tools/usermanual.cfm. 
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This chapter provides a very brief overview of 
child abuse and neglect and the role of 

educators in preventing and responding to 
maltreated children.  The reader is referred to the 
first manual in this series, A Coordinated Response to 
Child Abuse and Neglect: The Foundation for 
Practice, for an indepth description of the various 
types of child abuse and neglect. 

GUIDING PRINCIPLES 

Parents have a fundamental right to raise their 
children as they see fit, and society presumes that 
parents will act in their children’s best interest. 
When parents do not protect their children from 
harm or meet their basic needs—as with cases of 
child abuse and neglect—society has a 
responsibility to intervene to protect the health and 
welfare of these children.  Any intervention into 
family life on behalf of children must be guided by 
Federal and State laws, sound professional 
standards for practice, and strong philosophical 
underpinnings. 

The key principles guiding child protection are 
largely based on Federal statutes, primarily 
delineated in the Child Abuse Prevention and 
Treatment Act (CAPTA) and the Adoption and 
Safe Families Act (ASFA).  CAPTA, in its original 
inception, was signed into law in 1974 (P.L. 93-
247) and is reauthorized by Congress every 5 years. 
CAPTA was reauthorized on June 25, 2003, as part 

of the Keeping Children and Families Safe Act of 
2003 (P.L. 108-36).  ASFA was signed into law in 
1997 (P.L. 105-89) and built upon earlier laws and 
reforms to promote the safety and well-being of 
maltreated children.  These laws and other guiding 
legislation are referenced throughout this 
publication and are specifically discussed in 
“Federal Legislation and Programs” in Chapter 8 of 
A Coordinated Response to Child Abuse and Neglect: 
The Foundation for Practice.  ASFA promotes three 
national goals for child protection: 

• Safety.  All children have the right to live in an 
environment free from abuse and neglect.  The 
safety of children is the paramount concern that 
must guide child protection efforts. 

• Permanency.  Children need a family and a 
permanent place to call home.  A sense of 
continuity and connectedness is central to a 
child’s healthy development. 

• Child and family well-being. Children deserve 
nurturing families and environments in which 
their physical, emotional, educational, and 
social needs are met.  Child protection practices 
must take into account each child’s needs and 
should promote the healthy development of 
family relationships. 

In addition, ASFA underscores the importance of 
the accountability of service delivery systems in 
achieving positive outcomes for children related to 
each of these goals. 

The Role of Educators in Preventing and Responding to Child Abuse and Neglect 

CHAPTER 1 
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CHILD ABUSE AND NEGLECT STATISTICS 

To help illustrate the importance of preventing and 
responding to child abuse and neglect, it may be 
useful to examine the scope of its occurrence.  The 
following findings describe reported child 
victimization rates by major types of maltreatment as 
stated in the National Child Abuse and Neglect Data 
System (NCANDS) for 2001: 

•	 Neglect.  More than one-half of all reported 
victims (59.2 percent) suffered neglect 
(including medical neglect), an estimated rate of 
7 per 1,000 children. 

•	 Physical abuse.  Approximately one-fifth of all 
known victims (18.6 percent) were physically 
abused, an estimated rate of 2 per 1,000 
children. 

•	 Sexual abuse. Of all reported child 
maltreatment cases, almost one-tenth (9.6 
percent) had been sexually abused, an estimated 
rate of 1 per 1,000 children. 

•	 Psychological maltreatment.  Less than one-
tenth (6.8 percent) were identified as victims of 
psychological maltreatment, or less than 1 per 
1,000 children.1 

(Note: Some children are reported as victims of more 
than one type of maltreatment.) 

THE ROLE OF EDUCATORS 

Children and adolescents spend a large portion of 
their time in school, which gives educators more 
access to students than most other professionals.  For 
the purpose of this manual, the term “educator” is 
meant to encompass not only the classroom teacher, 
but also other school personnel involved in serving 
the child. This manual is designed to examine the 
roles that teachers, school counselors, school social 

workers, school nurses, special education 
professionals, administrators, and other school 
personnel have in helping maltreated children.  

The Role of Educators in Preventing and Responding to 
Child Abuse and Neglect is intended to expand the 
information provided in A Coordinated Response to 
Child Abuse and Neglect: The Foundation for Practice 
by addressing issues unique to education 
professionals.  Specifically, this manual will address 
the following topics: 

•	 Identifying reasons why educators are concerned; 

•	 Recognizing child abuse and neglect; 

•	 Reporting child abuse and neglect; 

•	 Providing support after the report—what 
schools can offer; 

•	 Preventing child abuse and neglect. 

Appendices providing sample instruments and other 
information also are included. 

Using this manual, the educator can contribute to the 
increased well-being of children in a variety of ways. 
Certainly, the first area of defense against the problem 
of child maltreatment is one of awareness.  Each 
individual who is involved with children has the 
obligation of knowing the basics of how to protect 
children from harm.  The protection of children is not 
only an individual issue, but a community concern as 
well.  Educators are an integral part of the community 
and, as such, can lead and be involved in community 
efforts to combat child maltreatment. 

8 Purpose and Overview 
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T he educator has a vital role in identifying, 
reporting, and preventing child abuse and 

neglect.  Over the last few decades, various 
organizations have developed programs directed at 
informing educators that they are a valuable 
resource.  Professionals submitted more than one-
half (56.5 percent) of the cases referred to and 
assessed or investigated by child protective services 
(CPS), with education personnel the most frequent 
source of reports (16.2 percent).2 This highlights 
the important role of educators and indicates that 
many educators are already involved in responding 
to this issue, yet more can be done to address 
maltreatment.  Several studies indicate that many 
educators are not entirely clear what the indicators 
of child abuse and neglect are or how to report 
suspected maltreatment.3 One study surveyed 
2,793 schools to assess staff readiness to report 
maltreatment.  Because only 51 percent of those 
completing the questionnaire had received training 
on reporting child maltreatment, there is still much 
work to be done to alert educators to their 
important role in identifying and reporting abuse 
and neglect.4 

There are many reasons why educators are so vital 
in identifying, treating, and preventing child 
maltreatment.  First, they have close and consistent 
contact with children.  Second, educators have a 
professional and legally mandated responsibility for 

reporting suspected maltreatment.  While 
educators facilitate children’s learning, children 
cannot learn effectively if their attention or energy 
is sapped by the conflicts inherent in being 
maltreated.  Third, school personnel have a unique 
opportunity to advocate for children, as well as 
provide programs and services that can help 
children and strengthen families.  It is important to 
realize that a positive relationship with a 
supporting adult may enhance the resiliency of 
children who have been abused, are at-risk for 
being abused, or live in a home where no 
maltreatment occurs but the family experiences 
other problems, such as substance abuse. 

This chapter discusses a variety of reasons why 
educators must become involved in preventing and 
responding to child abuse and neglect.  These 
reasons are related to: 

• Community efforts 

• Educational opportunities 

• Legal concerns 

• Professional responsibilities 

• Personal commitments 

The Role of Educators in Preventing and Responding to Child Abuse and Neglect 

CHAPTER 2 

Identifying Reasons 


Why Educators Are
 

Concerned About Child
 

Abuse and Neglect
 



to learning as much as any type of academic or
COMMUNITY EFFORTS physical impediment that schools spend so much time 

addressing.6 

Dealing with child abuse and neglect is, in fact, a 
community effort.  As leaders in their communities, 
educators are often in an ideal position to initiate this 
type of teamwork.  A variety of formal programs 
involving the schools and the community have been 
especially effective in addressing the difficult and self-
destructive behavior in youth that often is an 
aftereffect of child abuse. 

Model programs use community resources to 
promote the concepts of cooperation, peer mediation, 
independence, and acceptance of the common good.5 

A good example of one such community effort took 
place in a small city and resulted in the conviction for 
sexual abuse of a popular clergyman who had been 
involved with a local Boy Scout troop.  Once the 
initial shock had subsided, the church members 
joined with local school officials and other citizens to 
address the concerns of the community’s children and 
their parents.  Support groups for both the abused 
boys and the nonabused boys who knew the 
perpetrator, as well as awareness and educational 
programs, helped the stunned community recover. 

EDUCATIONAL OPPORTUNITIES 

The primary goal of the education system is to teach. 
In order to achieve this, it is sometimes necessary to 
remove barriers that impede a child’s ability to learn. 
Every year, millions of dollars are authorized through 
various legislative acts for this purpose, including the 
No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (P.L. 107-110), 
the recent reauthorization of the Elementary and 
Secondary Education Act of 1965, and the Education 
for All Handicapped Children Act (P.L. 94-142), 
which is now called the Individuals with Disabilities 
Education Act or IDEA (P.L. 101-476).  These laws 
protect the right of every child to an education and 
attest to the Nation’s commitment to remove barriers 
to each child’s ability to learn.  The trauma and 
residual effects of child abuse and neglect are barriers 

Educators are trained to recognize and intervene 
when children are not able to benefit fully from their 
educational opportunities.  This training makes them 
uniquely qualified to detect indicators that may 
signify that a child is being maltreated.  Since schools 
are one of the few places in which children are seen 
almost daily, educators have a chance to see changes in 
appearance and behavior.  From classroom teachers to 
guidance counselors, as well as social workers, nurses, 
psychologists, and administrators—everyone becomes 
an integral part of the educational team to help 
children.  

LEGAL CONCERNS 

Every State legally mandates that educators report 
suspected child abuse and neglect. A mandated 
reporter is anyone required by State law to report 
maltreatment to the designated State agency. 
However, some States clearly define that teachers, 
principals, nurses, and counselors are included in this 
mandate, while other States designate all school 
personnel. In addition, almost every State levies a 
penalty against mandated reporters who choose not to 
report.  This penalty ranges from a fine, a 
misdemeanor charge, or time spent in jail. Until 
recently, most States did not strictly enforce these 
penalties, but this has changed within the last few 
years.  A number of States have sanctioned 
nonreporters for failing to obey reporting laws, so it is 
important that educators know the reporting laws for 
their State.  

In addition to penalties for not reporting abuse and 
neglect, all States provide immunity from civil 
liability and criminal penalty for mandated reporters 
who report in good faith.  In other words, the law 
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requires educators to report child abuse and neglect, 
provides protection for those educators who become 
involved, and penalizes those who fail to meet their 
obligations. 

PROFESSIONAL RESPONSIBILITIES 

Educators have a keen sense of their professional 
responsibility to the children in their care.  They are 
concerned about the health, safety, and happiness of 
these children.  Educators are aware that they are role 
models for the children they teach and that they may 
be an important source of support, concern, and care 
for many children.  Educators want to do what is best 
for the children in their care because their professional 
standards require it.  As mandated reporters, all 
educators have the responsibility not only to report 
suspected abuse, but also to know how to make a 
report, to be familiar with their district’s policies and 
reporting procedures, and to communicate with CPS. 

Additionally, as adults in constant contact with 
children, educators must be aware of issues 
surrounding physical contact with a child—what is 
considered appropriate versus inappropriate in 
everyday classroom activities—as well as the issue of 
corporal punishment. 

Many daycare centers and schools are requesting or 
even mandating that their staff not touch children 
because of fears that allegations of child abuse will be 
made against the educators. Nurturing touch, 
however, may enhance learning for some children.  All 
children, and certainly those who are not nurtured at 
home, may be robbed of this important element. 

Educators should not be afraid of “normal” touching, 
as it is another positive gesture or affirmation that they 
can give.  It is important to realize, however, that what 
is considered “normal” varies between individuals and 
is affected by such factors as personal experience and 
cultural background.  Touching is always a concern if 
it is done in secrecy or isolation from others or for the 
sexual gratification of the educator.  Children need to 

be informed and empowered about what is 
appropriate and inappropriate touching.7 Prevention 
programs are now designed to inform children about 
good, bad, and confusing touch. “Good touch” 
usually refers to hugs, encouraging pats, and other 
positive gestures.  It is important to remember that 
people may interpret these gestures differently.  For 
example, some people prefer not to be hugged; for 
them this is not “good touching.”  “Bad touch” 
usually refers to hitting, punching, biting, and other 
acts that hurt.  “Confusing touch” refers to contact 
that may not feel quite right to children. For instance, 
the child may feel that the touch lasts too long or is 
different in some way from the way in which other 
children are touched. 

Once children are informed about “good,” “bad,” or 
“confusing” touch, respect for children requires that 
they be given permission to express their feelings 
about receiving such touches.  Children who are 
trained to recognize how certain touches feel to them 
and who are encouraged to express their feelings 
should be allowed to tell the teacher when something 
does not feel good. Certainly, no child should be 
made to feel solely responsible for his or her own 
protection.  This training, however, may help children 
to feel more confident and comfortable talking with 
adults about potentially inappropriate touch.  

One type of touch used in some schools is corporal 
punishment. Currently, over half of the States have legally 
prohibited the practices of hitting, paddling, or punishing 
children with physical force.  Practice varies across school 
systems and jurisdictions. Additionally, research and 
opinion vary regarding both the effectiveness and impact 
of corporal punishment. Most studies imply that 
corporal punishment, on its own, does not teach right 
from wrong or deter future misbehavior. 8 

There are several considerations regarding physical 
punishment in schools. When children are “paddled,” 
school personnel may not always consider alternative or 
other, more creative forms of punishment.  The following 
case example illustrates the potential benefits of seeking 
inventive, alternative forms of discipline. 

The Role of Educators in Preventing and Responding to Child Abuse and Neglect 11 



Educators also should be aware that any method of 
discipline, whether it is time-outs, corporal 
punishment, or exclusion from activities, can have an 
unintended impact on an abused or neglected child. 
Some children who have been abused may actually 
invite such discipline, if it is the only attention they 
believe they can get or to which they are entitled.  The 
punishment may be ineffective as a way to stop 
misbehavior in such instances. Therefore, it is 
important to try to understand what motivates the 
child’s actions to determine appropriate discipline and 
encourage good behavior. 

PERSONAL COMMITMENTS 

For many educators, their professional responsibility 
is supported by a deep personal commitment to the 
welfare of children.  The value of this personal 
commitment is significant because without it, child 
abuse and neglect prevention and treatment efforts 
would be only superficial or ineffective.  It is this sense 
of personal responsibility to and for children that is 
perhaps the strongest reason for educators to become 
involved in the prevention and intervention of child 
abuse and neglect. 

The helping professions, including education, often 
attract those who would like to help improve the lives 
of others. Some educators were victims of 
maltreatment in their own families and these abuses 
may have left residual scars.  As educators learn more 
about child maltreatment, they may find themselves 
experiencing strong emotions or feelings.  The best 
solution is to try to understand these feelings and not 
to ignore them.  There are numerous books for people 
who have survived abusive childhoods that may help, 
while some educators may want to increase their 
understanding through therapy. Whatever means they 
choose, educators need to understand their own 
personal feelings surrounding child maltreatment. 

Case Example 

A fourth-grade student was constantly vandalizing school property (e.g., writing on desks, etching words in 
wooden surfaces, and breaking equipment).  For each offense he was sent to the principal’s office for a 
“paddling.”  When his regular teacher was out for a prolonged illness, the long-term substitute believed that 
this method was not working and wanted to try a “natural consequences” method.  After the next offense 
(etching obscene words in a wooden table), the boy was required to stay in during recess and after school to 
sand down and completely refinish the small table.  After one or two similar gestures with similar 
punishments, his vandalism ceased.  The punishment was “a lot of work,” but he also was getting the 
individual company of the teacher as they were forced to be together during off hours.  The teacher felt that 
it was this attention that the student craved, and the teacher searched for and found more positive methods 
for the student to request it. 

12 Identifying Reasons Why Educators Are Concerned About Child Abuse and Neglect 
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E very form of maltreatment (e.g., physical 
abuse, neglect, sexual abuse, and emotional 

maltreatment) is inflicted on school-age children. 
In addition, many children who live in homes 
where domestic violence occurs are not only in 
danger of a misdirected blow, but probably suffer 
emotional consequences from witnessing this 
disturbing behavior.9 Knowledgeable educators 
can pick up indicators of possible maltreatment by 
observing children’s behavior at school, recognizing 
physical signs, and noticing family dynamics 
during routine interactions with parents. 

Physical signs of maltreatment are those that are 
readily observable.  They may be mild or severe, 
such as numerous, deep bruises or broken bones, or 
more subtle, such as malnutrition or the wearing of 
inappropriate clothing (e.g., a lack of warm 
clothing in winter). 

Behavioral indicators may exist independently or 
may accompany physical indicators.  Children who 
have witnessed family violence also may 
demonstrate this through their behavior.  There 
might be subtle clues, such as the educator’s 
intuitive or “gut feeling” that something is wrong. 
There might be sexual behaviors in young children 
indicating sexual knowledge not ordinarily 
possessed by young children.  Being victimized by 
abuse also may result in inappropriate behavior, 
such as sexual or physical aggression toward 
younger children. 

Educators are in an excellent position to notice 
behavioral indicators.  As trained observers, they 
are sensitive to the range of behaviors exhibited by 
children at various developmental stages, and they 
are quick to notice behaviors that fall outside this 
range.  Teachers also can talk with a child’s previous 
teacher to note any major changes in his or her 
behavior.  Abused and neglected children 
sometimes get the reputation for being “bad kids” 
or extremely difficult to control or understand. 
Research suggests that challenging behavior is often 
a cry for help that concerned adults need to learn 
to decode.10 

In the past, lists of physical and behavioral indicators 
have been provided as guidelines to help educators 
recognize maltreatment.  The first manual in this 
series, A Coordinated Response to Child Abuse and 
Neglect: The Foundation for Practice, provides a full 
range of indicators that may help someone recognize 
abuse or neglect.  Exhibit 3-1 lists several of the key 
indicators, and Appendix D—Educators’ Checklist 
for Recognizing Possible Child Maltreatment, 
provides a more extensive listing.  Recognition of 
child maltreatment, however, is not based always 
upon the detection of one or two clues, but rather on 
the recognition of a cluster of indicators that make 
up a composite or pattern.  It also is very important 
to remember that some indicators, both physical and 
behavioral, may be indications of something other 
than abuse.  This chapter is dedicated to recognizing 
composites that might be seen specifically by 
educators and that warrant the consideration of 
maltreatment as a cause. 
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PHYSICAL ABUSE 

Physical abuse of children includes any nonaccidental 
physical injury caused by the child’s caretaker.  It may 
include injuries sustained from burning, beating, 
kicking, punching, and so on. While the injury is not 
an accident, neither is it necessarily the intent of the 
child’s caretaker to injure the child.  Physical abuse 
may result from extreme discipline or from 
punishment that is inappropriate to the child’s age or 
condition, or the parent may experience recurrent 
lapses in self-control brought on by immaturity, 
stress, or the use of alcohol or illicit drugs.  

Some children are more susceptible to being 
maltreated than others.  Some require a great deal of 
care (e.g., premature babies or disabled or 
developmentally delayed children), and others may be 
difficult to raise (e.g., hyperactive children, children 
with behavioral problems).  These children would fare 
well in some families, but not in other families where 
the burden is too great for the parents to cope with 
the special needs of these children. 

Regardless of whether the child has special needs or 
not, signs of physical abuse often are difficult to 
interpret with absolute certainty and may be confused 
with normal childhood injuries, such as bruises. 

Exhibit 3-1 
Behavioral Clues That May Indicate Child Abuse 

Although there are many other potential indicators, the abused child may: 

•	 Be aggressive, oppositional, or defiant; 

•	 Cower or demonstrate fear of adults; 

•	 Act out, displaying aggressive or disruptive behavior; 

•	 Be destructive to self or others; 

•	 Come to school too early or not want to leave school—indicating a possible fear of going home; 

•	 Show fearlessness or extreme risk taking; 

•	 Be described as “accident prone”; 

•	 Cheat, steal, or lie (may be related to too high expectations at home); 

•	 Be a low achiever (to learn, children must convert aggressive energy into learning; children in conflict 
may not be able to do so); 

•	 Be unable to form good peer relationships; 

•	 Wear clothing that covers the body and that may be inappropriate in warmer months (be aware that 
this may be a cultural issue as well); 

•	 Show regressive or less mature behavior; 

•	 Dislike or shrink from physical contact—may not tolerate physical praise such as a pat on the back).11 
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Since children typically receive bruises during the 
course of play or while being active, the leading or bony 
edges of the body, such as knees, elbows, forearms, or 
brows, are most likely to be bruised.  The soft tissue 
areas, such as cheeks, buttocks, and thighs, are not 
normally injured in such circumstances.  Additionally, 
bruises received during the normal course of childhood 
activity are rarely in distinct shapes, such as a hand, belt 
buckle, or adult teeth marks.  Bruises in soft tissue areas 
or in distinct shapes are much more indicative of 
physical abuse.12 

Unlike bruises, abuse directed to the abdomen or the 
head, which are two particularly vulnerable spots, often 
are undetected because many of the injuries are 
internal. Injuries to the abdomen can cause swelling, 
tenderness, and vomiting.  Injuries to the head may 
cause swelling in the brain, dizziness, blackouts, retinal 
detachment, or even death.  Referred to more recently 
as the “shaken baby” syndrome, violent shaking can 
cause severe damage in children at any age.  

Children who are being abused may demonstrate a 
change in behavior.  Many become more aggressive, 
destructive, fearful, or withdrawn.  Often, in an effort 
to avoid the abuse, they will stay away from home as 
much as possible. They may see school as a safe 
environment.  Some children are abused because their 
parents have higher expectations of them than the 
children are able to achieve or because the expectations 
are developmentally inappropriate.  The case example 
below illustrates this point. 

Sandy’s story of parents who expect too much is 
common. The child’s withdrawn behavior was 
indicative of her poor self-concept and exacerbated by 
her experiences at home. Cigarettes are tools for abuse 
due to their ready accessibility, as are objects such as 
irons, electric cords, and other household items. 
Substance abuse also may be a factor in child 
maltreatment cases. 

Despite their need for help, many children and 
adolescents do not initially admit to being abused. 
Rather they often may invent seemingly plausible 
explanations, but the explanations tend not to fit the 
injury.  Despite the abuse, children often are 
understandably fearful of being taken from their 
families or getting their parents into trouble.  Other 
children also may just assume that this behavior is 
normal. 

Sometimes, it is assumed that physical abuse does not 
occur typically with adolescents or that, since they 
often are more difficult or provocative, they “invite” 
abuse. After all, adolescents are stronger, have more 
resources, and can run away.  In fact, neither resistance 
nor flight is a good option for most adolescents. 
Resistance might further ignite their parents’ anger, and 
unless they want to deal with the harsh realities of life 
on the street, flight is not an option for most 
adolescents. In addition, since adolescents often are 
perceived as more capable, adults are less likely to 
intervene or alert them to the resources available that 
can address personal or family issues.13 

Case Example 

Sandy was 10 years old when her teacher became concerned about possible abuse.  She was extremely shy and 
withdrawn and often took a great deal of time to grasp ideas, despite the fact that testing showed no significant 
organic or perceptual difficulties.  Her mother, a professional artist who had chosen to stay home with her four 
children, and her father, an accountant, found Sandy’s slowness especially distressing.  

As the homework required of Sandy increased, she became more withdrawn.  The teacher suggested she ask for 
help at home, especially with her math. At first Sandy began coming to school with peculiar marks on her hands 
and arms. On another day she arrived with a burn mark covering a good part of her hand.  It had not been treated 
and had become infected. In asking Sandy about her injuries, the teacher learned that Sandy was being abused by 
her father. After several drinks, he would “help her” with her homework, become angered by her slowness, and 
prod her with his lit cigarette.  The latest burn was a result of Sandy’s hand being pressed on an iron when her 
father had taken over her mother’s efforts to teach Sandy how to “iron properly.” 

The Role of Educators in Preventing and Responding to Child Abuse and Neglect 15 



Case Example

Dara, a ninth-grade student, began complaining to her gym teacher after a particularly intense argument 
with her parents.  Despite her complaints, Dara insisted that her bruised face was the result of “bumping into 
a door.”  The teacher suspected otherwise because of the location of the bruise and Dara’s frightened 
demeanor, but chose not to act.  It was not until Dara began vomiting several months later and was doubled 
over in pain that the situation came to anyone’s attention.  It was discovered that Dara had internal injuries 
from a severe blow to the abdomen.  The girl finally admitted to the teacher about months of physical abuse 
she received from her father. 

Abuse situations similar to Dara’s happen to 
adolescents for various reasons.  In Dara’s home, 
adolescence, with its emerging sexuality, created 
problems.  Her father sought to control her with 
force, perhaps fearful that she would become 
pregnant before marriage, as her sister had done.  The 
fear of losing a child can sometimes paradoxically 
drive parents to abuse.  In other homes, physical 
punishment already present may increase and escalate 
into abuse as the child matures. 

In all of the case examples, school personnel became 
aware of physical or behavioral symptoms and family 
patterns that, in a composite, pointed to either abuse 
or the exposure to abuse (such as observing, hearing, 
or intervening in domestic violence or dealing with 
the subsequent fears and behaviors, which some States 
define as child maltreatment). 

It also is important for those working with children to 
be sensitive to comments about severe physical fights 
between the parents that might indicate the presence 
of domestic violence. A child who speaks of 
caretakers who sleep a great deal during normally 
wakeful hours may be living with substance abusers or 
individuals suffering from clinical depression. 
Extremely erratic behavior described by the child on 
the part of the parent might suggest other types of 
mental illness. Educators must learn to listen 
“between the lines” as children make comments about 
their homes. Sometimes this will give vital clues 
about the conflict with which they are dealing.  

While symptoms do not necessarily indicate abuse, 
any suspected child abuse legally must be reported to 
child protective services (CPS) to be assessed or 
investigated.  Directly communicating with CPS or 
using the school’s protocol, in combination with the 
educator’s common sense and concern for the 
students, will help identify what information will be 
needed to file a report.  See Appendix F—Sample 
Report of Suspected Child Abuse and Neglect, for an 
example of a school reporting protocol. 

NEGLECT 

Because neglect often leaves no visible scars, it is more 
likely to go undetected. Neglect is the most common 
type of maltreatment that children experience and has 
consequences that are just as serious as physical 
abuse.14 It accounts for over one-half of reported 
child maltreatment cases and is the leading cause of 
fatalities due to child maltreatment.15 Living in 
poverty, in and of itself, does not mean that a child is 
being neglected. Neglect involves the caregiver’s 
inattention to the basic needs of a child, such as food, 
clothing, shelter, medical care, and supervision. 
While physical abuse tends to be episodic, neglect 
tends to be chronic.  Neglectful families often appear 
to be multiproblem families, although families with 
numerous problems are not always neglectful. 
Because neglect often is chronic rather than episodic, 
these children may grow up believing that this is a 
normal way life and will not seek assistance or confide 
this information to anyone. 
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Neglect follows a continuum from mild to severe. 
The more severe the neglect, the more negative the 
impact on the children.  Neglect often is very difficult 
to define. Parents might be accused of failing to 
provide a safe environment by not protecting them 
from unsanitary or hazardous living conditions.  It 
also can be the result of extenuating circumstances, 
such as leaving young children alone when the 
babysitter fails to show up or when not going to work 
may result in losing a job that is the only means of 
income. In such a case, while the child is definitely 
being neglected, CPS would work with the family to 
provide other child care arrangements. 

In a study of 87 educators in New York, researchers 
found that educators were less likely to report neglect 
than any other type of child maltreatment.16 When 
educators are considering the possibility of neglect, it 
is important to look for consistencies.  They should 
ask themselves the following questions: 

•	 Does the child consistently demonstrate 
unattended material needs? 

•	 Is the child stealing or hoarding food 
consistently or only occasionally? 

•	 Would looking at the family in the context of the 
community or the culture provide any answers? 

•	 Is this culturally acceptable child-rearing, a 
different lifestyle, or true neglect as defined by 
law? 

•	 Does the child describe parental behavior that 
might indicate the presence of substance abuse? 

•	 Does the child miss a lot of school? 

•	 Is the child having difficulty staying awake in 
school? 

•	 Is the child inappropriately dressed for the 
weather? 

•	 Does the child exhibit poor hygiene consistently? 

Neglect usually permeates a family, with all children 
subject to similar treatment, as the case example above 
illustrates. It also shows how neglect can have an 
intergenerational cycle.  It often is difficult for parents 
to break this cycle if they have not witnessed 
appropriate caretaking skills and behaviors or if they 
have not received services that provide relevant 
treatment, instruction, or education.  This lack of 
experience and knowledge of appropriate parenting 
skills sometimes leads to other difficulties. For 
instance, it is not uncommon to see a parent-child 
role reversal where children appear to be taking on 

Case Example 

The seven Reese children demonstrated poor hygiene and generally listless behavior.  Although bright, the 
four, school-age children had difficulty in school, a fact seemingly more attributable to problems in 
organizing their thinking and perhaps a lack of stimulation at home, than to an absence of innate ability. 
Simon, a fifth-grade student, had been called to the attention of teachers numerous times in his school career 
for stealing food from other children and the cafeteria.  Several times the children had been sent home with 
lice. The school nurse routinely attended to their neglected medical needs.  Frequently Jena, a first-grade 
student, would report being left home with her younger siblings while her older brothers were away from 
home. 

Mrs. Reese was a 26-year-old single mother.  Jena’s father had recently left the home.  Although she loved 
her children, she seemed to have little energy to care for them.  She fluctuated between working, collecting 
unemployment, and being on welfare.  Mrs. Reese’s own family had been involved with CPS for severe 
neglect. 
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Case Example

  

Oscar lived with his alcoholic parents and spent most of his free time caring for his four younger siblings.  At 
15, Oscar was out of school more than he attended it.  Repeated calls to the parents did not seem to remedy 
the problem.  Oscar began sleeping at friends’ houses.  Often, when the school called to find out why Oscar 
was not there, his mother had not seen him for several days.  She seemed angrier that her 10-year-old child 
was complaining about taking care of the younger children than whether Oscar appeared to be missing. 
Finally, the boy disappeared and only rumors from some of the other students in his school gave any 
indication about his whereabouts. 

parental roles and responsibilities.  This can be a 
heavy burden and these adolescents often “drift” out 
of the home rather than formally leave, as the case 
below shows. 

EMOTIONAL MALTREATMENT 

Emotional maltreatment includes blaming, belittling, 
or rejecting a child; constantly treating siblings 
unequally; and a persistent lack of concern by the 
caretaker for the child’s welfare.  While emotional 
maltreatment most often is observed through 
behavior, it is possible for children to internalize it so 
sufficiently as to cause developmental lags, 
psychosomatic symptoms, and other visible effects, 
such as speech disorders. 

For Max and other children like him, the world has 
taken on a sinister quality.  These children may seem 
overly compliant and undemanding or aggressive and 
overdemanding.  Educators involved with such 
children may need to tailor or modify their 
interactions with and responses to these behaviors. 

While the behavior of emotionally maltreated 
children may be similar to those who are emotionally 
disturbed, parental behavior can help to distinguish 
the two.  The parents of an emotionally disturbed 
child generally accept the existence of a problem. 
They are usually concerned about the child’s welfare 
and seek help. The parents of an emotionally 
maltreated child, however, may blame the child for 
the problem, may ignore the problem’s existence, may 
refuse all offers of help, or may be unconcerned about 
the child’s welfare. 

Case Example 

At age 11, Max spent much of his free time rocking back and forth.  He did not seem to be aware of this 
behavior.  He also had been observed sucking his thumb.  When Max was 6 his father died, and his mother 
had remarried when he was 7.  Soon after, Max developed a tendency to stutter when he felt a great deal of 
stress.  His stepfather was a career military man who described Max as a “real wimp who has to be whipped 
into shape.” The “whipping” was not physical, but rather an emotional battering that seriously damaged the 
child’s already shaky self-concept.  Now Max described amorphous fears that plagued him both day and 
night. He became obsessed with “aliens who were coming to destroy the world.”  His drawings depicted 
menacing creatures bent on destruction. 
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